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Abstract 
This paper discusses the visual communication in Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau, an active virtual community in Facebook 
which has 11,319 members by December 2013 and 4,011 photos upload in the groups. This group actively discusses various 
topics about Minangkabau. This research applies cultural studies approach where social semiotic method is used to search the 
meaning of images that build cultural identity in a virtual community. The result is the understanding of signification and various 
ways of using images in the public engagement to shape the cultural identity of the Minangkabau people in cyberspace. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
Nowadays, the development of information and communication technology has increased the number of internet 
users in Indonesia. The increasing popularity of smartphone has affected to the increasing accessibility to mobile 
internet. Data from Indonesian Internet Provider Association (APJII) indicated that the number of Internet users in 
Indonesia is 63 million people in 2012, and it increases to 71.19 million people in 2013 (www.antaranews.com). 
This number has covered 28% of Indonesian population. The growing rate of internet users is 13%, and it keeps on 
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growing, as it was targeted by the International Telecom Union until 50% of the Indonesian population use the 
internet by 2015.  
Most of the internet user uses the internet not only for email, news, information, and commercial, but also for the 
connectivity to social media. The significant growth of the internet user in Indonesia affected the inception of 
various virtual communities in cyberspace. Virtual communities arise as pages in World Wide Web and as groups in 
social networking sites like Facebook. Facebook is very popular among Indonesian people and has become the first 
page for internet users. Recently Facebook is utilized as the basis for the formation of virtual communities, 
including for communities based on ethnic groups. One of the many active virtual communities is designated for 
Minangkabau people. They have several virtual communities in cyberspace, in which each community is set up for 
specific backgrounds and purposes. One of them is Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau in Facebook, which gathers 
people with Minangkabau cultural identity through cyberspace. 
1.1. The ethnic group of Minangkabau in cyberspace 
Minangkabau is one among the biggest ethnic groups in Indonesia. Minangkabau people are known for their 
dynamic and adaptive way of living, and they expand in many places all over regions in the country. They have a 
unique tradition to move out from the village to big cities or abroad for a better life, education, and experience. They 
also have a unique matrilineal family system and strong Islamic beliefs that make Minangkabau culture quite 
different from others. On the other hand, Minangkabau people are not free from foreign influences. The information 
and communication technology has introduced global culture through the uses of internet. Behavioral and cultural 
changes among Minangkabau people have been significantly influenced by the use of the internet and social media.  
Minangkabau people acknowledged that their culture was strongly influenced by the religion of Islam, in that 
they state “Adat Basandi Syarak, Syarak Basandi Kitabullah.” This means that their culture is based on Islamic 
beliefs, and the beliefs are based on the Holy Qur’an. The cultural identity of Minangkabau people is then related to 
this statement. The Facebook is now adopted by Minangkabau people as a medium for gathering and discussion on 
cultural issues. People as individual or groups are actively engaged to express their concern on ethnic culture and 
communities. Some virtual communities are Cimbuak.Net, Palanta.com, and Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau and 
other small communities. 
Virtual communities emerged as people longed to be together while they are geographically apart. The early 
Minangkabau’s community in cyberspace Palanta Rantau.Net is created by students who study abroad to discuss 
their homeland. People built a virtual identity in cyberspace, but it is not comparable to cultural identity which is 
daily experienced. Virtual identity is merely an information space that existed within the computer and internet. Its 
existence is based on logging activities of an account on the website. For this reason, virtual identity on the internet 
is very dynamic and fluid (Holmes, 2012: 23). 
1.2. Virtual community of Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau 
Cyberspace introduces non-geographical communities and facilitates people with similar interest to communicate 
through internet wherever they are. The purpose of a network society is the integration of people through the 
network. As a social entity, the network society should hold the social bound and practice of the community. Every 
person has a responsibility to each other in the community where he/ she should exhibits attitude that respect the 
others. A networked society could be defined as an informal public space in cyberspace.  
Virtual community is a non-material and disembodied community although its infrastructure is a material 
network. The computer-mediated social group united thousands of people in the virtual world. In this community, 
people connect to each other through conversation, posting, sharing, exchange knowledge, commerce, and things 
that people may do in real life but without seeing other people in person. The social interaction that is happening in 
cyberspace can also involve real human feelings and relationships.  
One of the active Minangkabau virtual community in Facebook is Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau. It is a 
group Facebook, which, by December 2013, covers 11,319 members and 4,011 photos being uploaded in the group. 
Figure 1 shows the opening page of Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau (PUAM). The tagline is Dunia Maya 
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Menjadi Nyata, or the virtual world becomes real. Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau group is now becoming the 
“palanta”, the virtual place where people can hang out and chat to each other about anything.  
 
Fig. 1. Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau cover on Facebook. 
As an open group, Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau consists of Minangkabau people from various cities of 
Indonesia with various backgrounds. The variety of members indicates the variety of topics discussed and shared in 
the group. This group discusses many actual topics and involves many members in the discussion. The topics varied 
from topics about the Islamic religion, such as “khutbah” and “hijab”, to politics, such as about Jokowi and political 
party. From news, such as volcanic eruption or flooding, culinary, to jokes or feeling about homeland. Some of the 
topics may interest many members, but some of them are not commented by others.  
2. Visual communication in Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau  
Computer Mediated Communication (CMC) through internet enables people to do things with each other in a 
new way. It has the potential to change our lives on several influential levels. First, as individual human beings, 
CMC appeals to our perceptions, thoughts, and personalities. Second, CMC triggered the level person-to-person 
interaction where relationships, friendships, and communities take place. CMC technology offers a new capability 
of “many to many’ communications. Third, CMC has possibilities to change our lives and political stand that 
derives from the opinion of the middle class about certain issues (Rheingold, 1993).  
In virtual communities, communication is built through verbal text and visual image. Visual content often treated 
as a binary opposition to the verbal text. Instead of becoming an opposite, verbal text and visual image construct a 
comprehensive communication from textual and visual message. Virtual communities function as media to convey 
those messages and to facilitate the discussion about it.  
Visual communication uses a visual language for communication activities where images send messages to the 
target of communication. Image is the main factor of communication and image becomes the focus of the message. 
As we scan an image, our vision fades after a few second. We need to sweep it several times in that the signals keep 
our brain to process the image in our mind. By processing visual information, we are building knowledge (Berger, 
2008: 28).  
Many discussions in virtual communities start from the posting of an image. Figure 2 shows the example of 
image posting by a member of the group. The image as visual information is connected to news that would like to be 
shared to people in “rantau” or outside the village. All relatives in the village (kampong) who has shared the news, 
at the same time, can also see others attention to the news delivered. 
59 Elda Franzia et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  184 ( 2015 )  56 – 62 
 
Fig. 2. Image posting and discussion in Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau. 
Discussions in Facebook is only possible among members of the community. All members are represented by the 
profile’s picture and online identity when somebody does the login to the site. Profile’s picture is a representation of 
an internet account or a person registered for it. It conveys only messages on personal identity, personal information, 
and a substitution of one’s presence in cyberspace. There is a function provided by the system that can notify the 
participation process among users. This function uses a symbol of “Like” at the bottom of the image. A person can 
click the “Like” symbol to sign that he/ she appreciate the image or the topic being discussed. It opens up 
opportunities for others to get involve in someone’s posting with no obligation to comment on the subject. This 
symbol enables a person to communicate his/ her interest to others activities and to interact with the topic without 
direct communication.  
3. Public engagement in building cultural identity 
People and community act as agents of discourse in the society that become possible when there is a language to 
communicate. In virtual communities, people interact each other more with the medium rather than with the people. 
The media becomes the network apparatus in that interactive communication can take place. The communication 
becomes meaningful not by the subject of communication, but by the way communication is performed. Facebook, 
in this case, becomes the discursive practice of communication.  
A discourse takes place through material resources of communication. In the face to face verbal communication, 
material resources include vocal apparatus, facial expression, gestures, and other physical signs. Technical resources 
extend the potential of our physiological resources (Leeuwen, 2005: 93). In new media such as internet, 
communication takes place through texts, and material resources are the verbal apparatus such as form of texts, 
images, and symbols. They become the evidence of the discourse takes place in the society.  
Minangkabau identity has been shaped by the nature and culture in which the people live. Nature contributes to 
shaping people’s gender, race and ethnicity and biological aspect while culture influence people’s behavior, 
lifestyle, and psychological aspect. Cultural identity is very much related to ethnicity. It is a cultural concept focused 
in norms, values, beliefs, symbols, and practices. Its formation is not only based on primordial ties or universal 
characteristic, but also through discursive practices. Discursive practice takes place in Palanta Urang Awak 
Minangkabau through the interactive communication of the group’s member.  
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The cultural identity of Minangkabau has been declared by the Congress of Minangkabau in 2010 as “Adat 
Basandi Syarak, Syarak Basandi Kitabullah – Alam Takambang Jadi Guru – Syarak Mangato Adat Mamakai”. The 
main identity is the cultural rules of “adat” which is based on Islamic rules (“syarak”). The Islamic rules further on 
is based on the Holy Qur’an. Nature, as a rule, give lessons about meaning of life to the people of Minangkabau, 
whereas Islamic rules are basis of the cultural rules (Bahar, 2013: Diskusi R@ntauNet). This means that all 
Minangkabau’s cultural values and wisdom are based on Islamic beliefs and none of Minangkabau’s cultural 
practices will against the basis of Islam.  
As the cultural identity, “Adat Basandi Syarak, Syarak Basandi Kitabullah” is expressed in the social life of 
Minangkabau people. The spiritual values are the inner spirit of daily life and as guidance for the good way of life of 
the society. In virtual communities, this spirit has been shown in various posting and topics of discussion. 
Sometimes it appears as a discussion on Islamic way of life; sometimes it comes forward indirectly through 
discussion about people’s daily life. Figure 3 shows the example of interactive communication in the group which is 
posted by members of Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau. 
 
 Fig. 3. Public engagement in cultural topics from image posting. 
People are the significant actor for building cultural identity. The topic and art of discussion in public media is 
the main factor of discourse on cultural identity in the virtual community. The people actively involved in the 
discussion is the manifestation of public engagement in Minangkabau cultural identity. The cultural identity showed 
in figure 3 is the traditional house of Minangkabau and statement of the importance of unity. ”Sakabek bak siriah, 
sarumpun bak sarai,” is the expression of unity in any part of life. People need to be united to become strong and to 
maintain the cultural establishment.  
Another example of direct discussion about cultural identity of Minangkabau is shown below. Figure 4 shows the 
public engagement in cultural topic posting in Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau. A member of the group had a 
deep concern for the people understanding of meaning and usage of the ”marawa”, the three-colored banner of 
Minangkabau. The ”marawa” consists of yellow, red and black color. Each color has its symbolic meaning of the 
homeland country ”luhak nan tigo” that is Luhak Tanah Datar, Luhak Agam, and Luhak Lima Puluah Koto. Besides 
of carrying the meaning of homeland country, each color also symbolizes the main cultural values. Yellow 
represents the greatness, red represents the braveness, and black represents the resistance and wisdom.  
The ”marawa” is commonly seen in Minangkabau cultural event such as ”batagak panghulu” or the initiation 
ceremony of the head of a clan, marriage, or other cultural events. Although the usage is still common, not all people 
of Minangkabau, especially the youngsters, understand the symbolic meaning of ”marawa”. For this matter, the note 
posting in the Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau is the manifestation of public engagement in building awareness 
of cultural identity of Minangkabau. 
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Fig. 4. Public engagement in Minangkabau cultural topics from note posting. 
The image and note posting are the example of public engagement in new media or cyberspace. It represents the 
people concern about their cultural identity. The member of this virtual community engaged in the discussion based 
on interest and concern in their culture. The concern of a group’s member on a certain subject that is posted on the 
community wall will spread to all members. The others will respond to the posted message with a Like comment or 
shared the subjet to their individual wall in Facebook in that their friends can see what has been discussed. The 
social network sites have the power to spread messages into the network of friends. 
 
Fig. 5. Public engagement in the discussion of cultural topics. 
The public is represented in this case by the account in Facebook. The individual representation of the people is 
the profile’s picture shown in each comment. The profiles picture itself may or may not directly show the ethnic 
culture of the person. Nevertheless, when a person is a member of Minangkabau community, he/ she becomes the 
62   Elda Franzia et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  184 ( 2015 )  56 – 62 
member of ethnic group of Minangkabau. Members of Minangkabau community are the actors of the cultural 
discourse and the agents of discursive in Minangkabau society.  
A discourse is the knowledge about the world. It derives from what have been done previously and gives 
understanding about the world in which we live. The actors and their representatives build a discourse in time and 
space where they belong to. Social practice takes place at a certain time and for this reason, a discourse shows a 
specific social context. Developing a discourse in a virtual community is a form of public engagement in a cultural 
context. People who are involved in a discourse under cultural context tend to talk about topics they interested in 
their real life. By bringing cultural discourse in the real life, people are engaged in the cultural context of their 
ethnic, which is nowadays rarely the subject of conversation in real life. 
4. Conclusion 
Palanta Urang Awak Minangkabau is a virtual community in Facebook that has many active members, and its 
number is kept growing. It is one of the virtual communities of ethnic groups in Indonesia. The member of the group 
has the same interest in Minangkabau culture. They join the group to share and discuss various topics that affected 
the life of Minangkabau people.  
The image and note posting in Facebook showed above is the example of the people’s participation in developing 
the cultural identity of Minangkabau through visual and verbal communication activities. The discussion includes 
the direct and indirect topic about cultural identity. Through the posting on new media in cyberspace, people are 
connected to each other and engaged in the discourse of Minangkabau culture. This is a manifestation of public 
engagement in building the cultural identity of Minangkabau.  
The cultural identity of Minangkabau is already declared in saying of “Adat Basandi Syarak, Syarak Basandi 
Kitabullah.” To maintain the understanding and relations between people of Minangkabau to the heart and soul of 
Minangkabau cultural identity, it is necessary that Minangkabau people stay engaged to their cultural identity. 
Through a discourse that is built in social media, people chat and discuss various topics of Minangkabau. By 
constantly talking about it, people share the understanding about cultural rules of Minangkabau.  
Virtual community is one of the social media that can be developed for a discourse on cultural issues. The more 
people engaged in the virtual community, the more possibility of bringing the discourse of cultural issues in the real 
life. The cultural identity is built by understanding the root of the culture and implementing it in the real life.  
People are the main actors of a discourse. People build discourse from the conversation and art of sending 
messages. The understanding of cultural identity needs to be maintained in the vast changing world, especially for 
the youngsters. The alternatives to maintain the understanding is to engage the public in an open free discussion 
about culture in the virtual community of the new social media or in the social network in cyberspace and to practice 
it in the real life.  
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